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veryone agrees that forgiveness is a
look at various translations of the Bible, for the
biblical concept, even though it seems to
amount of forgiveness depends on which version
be one of the least explained mysteries
is being read; anywhere from 35 times to over
of the Hebrew Bible. In 1964 a doctoral
130 with most standard translations having 70
candidate observed that “surprisingly little has
to 80 instances!
ever been written on the subject of forgiveness in
the Old Testament. In fact it has brought forth
There are mainly three Hebrew terms in the
no published work in English.”1 Some scholars
Bible translated as “forgive(ness)”: salach, kipper,
doubt if it is even found in the Old Testament.
and nasa’ . The ﬁrst is used exclusively with God
Books on Old Testament theology often ignore
as subject and mostly in context of the sanctuary.
it or give it just a paragraph or two.
It is part of the so-called “atonement formula”
God told man, “Bring your sins as it is listed in full in Leviticus
The situation is not much better
19:22,“The priest shall also make
among theologians. In the book to me, and I will carry (nasa’) atonement for him with the ram
Forgiveness of Man by Man,2 them for you.”
of the guilt oﬀering before the
published in 1989 the author
Lord for his sin which he has
explains that the book was much shorter than
committed, and the sin which he has committed
he originally intended. He anticipated that
shall be forgiven (salach) him.”
there might be some gaps in his treatment, but
he had not expected to ﬁnd such a yawning
The second term, kipper, is usually translated
gulf. He had hoped to ﬁnd much of interest in
as “atone” or “atonement.” It is also part of the
Augustine, Aquinas and Luther, besides modern
atonement formula and refers to the whole
theologians, but he was sadly disappointed. He
sanctuary process in dealing with the sin problem,
also found that ‘the discussion of forgiveness in
but it is only translated“forgive” when God is the
the literature of Christian theology and ethics is
subject as, for instance, in Deuteronomy 21: 8,
conspicuously slight.’
9: “‘Forgive (kipper) Thy people Israel whom
Thou hast redeemed, O Lord, and do not place
The problem appears to be related to the fact that
the guilt of innocent blood in the midst of Thy
scholars seem uncertain about what constitutes
people Israel’. And the bloodguiltiness shall be
forgiveness. This becomes obvious when we
forgiven (kipper) them.”
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The third term, nasa’, is the most common, but
pleads with God to forgive the people (Exodus
at the same time also the most Wrongdoing and sin are seen 32:32). Before the covenant is
ambiguous. It has a wide range
renewed God reveals himself
of meanings, the basic of which as a heavy burden which must to Moses and indicates that his
is “carry,” “sustain,” and “lift,” be carried (nasa’) to their bitter forgiving (nasa’) of sins is a part
with derived meanings such as
of his nature (Exodus 34:7).
“take away” and “remove.” Most end—death.
Based on that, God again oﬀers
dictionaries relate the concept
to (re-)enter into a covenant
of forgiveness to these derived meanings. Closer
relationship with his people (Exodus 34:10). This
study, however, shows that this is not the case.
may suggest that the concept of forgiveness (nasa’
Rather, it is directly related to the basic meaning
) is really foundational to that of the covenant,
of “carrying” or “sustaining.”
so even before there was a formal covenant there
was forgiveness.5 It is rooted in who God is, not
When Moses requested to see God (Exodus
any formal arrangement. Forgiveness can thus be
33:18-23) God responded by revealing that it
seen as both the basis for and also the outgrowth
was part of his nature/character to be a forgiver
of the covenant.6 That is why God can freely
(= carrier) of “iniquity, transgression and sin”
oﬀer it even to individuals outside of that formal
(Exodus 34:5-7). Then, in the sanctuary, which
arrangement.
represented God’s dwelling place among men
(Leviticus 26:11-13), the sin problem was also
Wrongdoing and sin are seen as a heavy burden
dealt with. In eﬀect, God told man, “Bring your
which must be carried (nasa’) to their bitter
sins to me, and I will carry (nasa’) them for you.”
end—death.7 Someone else may, however, oﬀer
Whenever the sinner brought his oﬀering, the
to take the burden and carry (nasa’) it for the
priest would assist in the reconciliation process,
wrongdoers, in which case they are “released”
bring (nasa’) the sins into God’s presence
from their burdens. They are free—forgiven.8
(Leviticus 10:17), and the sinner could return
The substitute carrier would then logically
home assured that God had accepted (salach)
take on himself the consequences. The Hebrew
him (Exodus 28:38).
language does not make any distinction between
these two “carrying-actions.” The former carrying
As we observe the concept of forgiveness in the
causes pain and suﬀering for the wrongdoer,
Pentateuch we see that it is usually activated
whereas the latter brings him relief. It is only
when there is a breach in a relationship. Such
the context that indicates the diﬀerence, but this
breach or rupture is what constitutes sin.3 When
ambiguity is lost in translation.
that happens, a healing process of forgiveness
It is tempting to see that image of carrying
is needed,4 and is mostly found in some
(nasa’) wrongdoings being drawn from the
relation to the covenant. In fact, there is a close
Hebrew people’s own experience in Egypt where
interrelationship between these two concepts,
they spent their infancy as a nation in slavery,
forgiveness and covenant. Nevertheless,
constantly carrying heavy burdens. All must carry
forgiveness is not presented as explicitly
their own burdens. That process frequently led
dependent on the existence of a covenant in the
to death of the carriers unless someone oﬀered
Pentateuch. On the other hand, the covenant is
to take/carry it for them.
twice related to the existence of forgiveness. As
God was about to introduce his covenant to the
In cultic contexts the nasa’-process was acted out
people he referred to his actions towards them
by means of a visual aid in the sanctuary service,
as those of an eagle who carried (nasa’) them to
as both the priests and the Levites substituted
himself (Exodus 19:4); an action which Moses
for the wrongdoer and symbolically removed and
later equates with forgiveness (Numbers 14:19).
carried (nasa’) his sin-burden “in” and “on” their
On that basis God oﬀers the people to enter
bodies into the sanctuary, bringing experiential
into a covenant relationship with him (Exodus
forgiveness to the wrongdoer. Once a year the
19:5-8). Similarly, when the covenant had been
accounts were closed and the accumulation of
broken, following the golden calf incident, Moses
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forgiven sins of the people were “loaded” on the
of consequences necessarily an evidence of
goat for Azazel who transported (nasa’) them
forgiveness. Forgiveness involves a personal
away from the people, out into the wilderness,
relationship, whereas consequences are
away from the camp. This is, in fact, the only
impersonal. In this process of dealing with
indication in the nasa’-process of wrongs
wrongdoing, uninvolved bystanders might be
explicitly involving a removal … The nasa’aﬀected to some extent. They might suﬀer some
process is thus not primarily a Suffering the consequences of the consequences, not because
removal of sin, even though that
they did something wrong, but
may be its ultimate goal, but of one’s wrong actions is not because they happened to be
rather a process of acceptance necessarily an evidence of the among those who did.
and restitution of an individual
absence of forgiveness.
who had faltered.
In contrast to the popular idea
which sees forgiveness only,
In non-cultic texts the nasa’-process took place
or at least primarily, as a legal declaration of
as someone—either the wronged or someone
innocence, based on repentance and forgetting,
else—took (nasa’) upon himself the wrongs of
leading to the removal of guilt and punishment,
another, or acted as an intermediary between
the Pentateuch pictures nasa’ – forgiveness as not
the wrongdoer and God. The eﬀect on the
being satisﬁed with mere toleration. It involves
wrongdoer was the same: an experience of
acceptance of the individual, restoring him to a
relief or forgiveness, a release from the burden
position of full honor, not because he deserves
of guilt which might also include a release from
it but because of who the forgiver is. It does not
punishment. It is not explicitly stated what
necessarily call for repentance, nor automatically
happened to the one who took on himself the
lead to the removal of punishment, but expects
burden, but the implied, logical indication is that
submission. In Numbers 14:20 God states that
he ultimately suﬀered the consequences that were
he has forgiven the people, but they will still suﬀer
due the wrongdoer, because he, in fact, became
the immediate consequences of their action,
his substitute. We also ﬁnd that forgiveness is
even forty years later. However, God continues
not restricted to a legal declaration of non-guilt, a
to be with them in their suﬀering and care for
passing over a wrong, a cancellation
them as before. Their wrongdoing
of debt or guilt, a wiping out or Forgiveness involves a led to suﬀering, but due to God’s
taking away a record of guilt, or an
mercy their relationship with him
undeserved response to repentance personal relationship.
was not severed. That is what nasa’
and confession. Instead, it includes
– forgiveness indicates: a caring
the sharing in or bearing the burdens of those
concern for the wrongdoer in spite of knowing
in need, whether they are physical or spiritual.
and remembering all about him. Experientially,
Also, rather than being restricted to a single act,
that knowledge/remembrance becomes inactive.
nasa’ – forgiveness is an attitude which involves a
It is not permitted to aﬀect the relationship, as
continued personal interest in those you care for,
long as the wrongdoer chooses to remain in that
in spite of their wrongdoings.
loving relationship.
Forgiveness did not necessarily remove all
aspects of possible consequences from the
wrongdoer. Cause-and-eﬀect relationships are
not necessarily broken by forgiveness. Suﬀering
the consequences of one’s wrong actions is
not necessarily an evidence of the absence of
forgiveness. Neither is the immediate absence

Nasa’ – forgiveness is ultimately an expression
of God’s loving attitude toward human beings,
evidenced throughout salvation history for
the purpose of restoring them to a position of
acceptance before God, in spite of knowing all
about their shortcomings. This involves showing
caring concern for them in their struggle

Forgiveness involves acceptance of the individual, restoring him to a position of full honor,
not because he deserves it but because of who the forgiver is.
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throughout life,oﬀering to take That is what nasa’ – forgiveness times seven. Only then and
on the burden of sin and guilt,
thus will human beings truly
thus releasing the wrongdoer, indicates: a caring concern for the nasa’ their fellow human and
and ultimately suﬀering their wrongdoer in spite of knowing become bringers of peace.
cruel consequences, death,
thereby removing them from and remembering all about him. This article is adapted from
their sphere of existence, so they may again be
Gudmundur Olafsson’s dissertation, The Use of
free to live their lives in perfect peace before God
NS’ in the Pentateuch and Its Contribution to the
and among each other. It is really the story of
Concept of Forgiveness, pp. 303-307, defended at
redemption in action.
Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI, 1992.
On the personal level nasa’ – forgiveness means
that human beings cooperate with God in this
process, and show the same caring concern
for their neighbors. Thereby they will reﬂect
the true image of God to their environment.
Rather than attempting to forget the wrongs
of the wrongdoers, or passively sending them
oﬀ with a mere legal declaration of forgiveness,
the wronged will nasa’ their neighbors by not
allowing the knowledge of their shortcomings to
get in the way of establishing and maintaining a
caring relationship. The forgiver will also actively
endeavor to restore the wrongdoer to a position
of full acceptance in society. This is not done by
a single act. It involves an ongoing attitude in
line with Jesus’ instruction to Peter about being
ready to forgive not only seven times but seventy

1

Th. Raitt,“The Concept of Forgiveness in the Pre-exilic
Prophets . . .” Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Vanderbilt
University, 1964.
2
Lord Longford, Forgiveness of Man by Man. Northampton,
England: The Buchebroc Press, 1989.
3
See Robert Koch, Il Peccato nel Vecchio Testamento, (Rome:
Edizioni Paoline, 1973), 14.
4
Cf. Moses’ action following the golden calf incident as he
pleads with God to forgive (nasa’) the wrongdoing of the people
(Exod 32:32).
5
Cf. the experience of Cain in Gen 4:7.
6
Moshe Weinfeld,“Berît--Covenant vs. Obligation,” Biblica 56
(1975), 124, has pointed out that in the stories of David and
Jonathan h .esed and “love” seem to be both the preconditions of
berît and also the outcome.
7
See for instance Lev. 5:1, 17; 7: 18, 20, 21, 25, 27.
8
See Num. 30: 15, 12.

Shabbat Shalom

Tell a FriendSale
For every friend who orders a new subscription to Shabbat Shalom,

You get One Year Free
Details:

Call1-800-456-399 and ask for offer H05- 01- 0.
Or subscribe online at www.shabbatshahlom.info and select FRIEND.
Subscriptions, Shabbat Shalom 55 West Oak Ridge Drive Hagerstown, MD 21740

SHABBAT SHALOM 37

